Belgium has the sad distinction of leading the world league table of deaths from COVID-19. At 843 deaths per million, Belgium is ahead of the UK (650 per million), Italy (576 per million), Sweden (537 per million), and France (458 per million). COVID-19 was first reported in Belgium on Feb 4, 2020, in a 54-year-old man who had been repatriated from Wuhan, China. Community transmission was confirmed in early March after holiday makers returned from school vacation breaks in northern Italy. The national sense of failure and anger is spurring a serious effort to initiate an international inquiry into the global response to the pandemic. Last week, Belgium\'s Chamber of Representatives took evidence in support of two resolutions. The first calls for an independent international investigation into the causes of the COVID-19 global crisis. The second calls for an examination of the part played by China in the pandemic\'s origin and evolution. The tone of the discussion was highly critical of China and WHO. Thierry Kellner lectures in the Department of Political Science at the Free University of Brussels. "Dark areas" of the pandemic response needed to be illuminated, he suggested. The world wants to know the influence of China on WHO. Kellner argued that China must engage with these questions or else the regime can never be trusted. And WHO? Kellner claimed that WHO\'s behaviour has led to widespread public distrust of the agency. Only a full and independent investigation would restore confidence in WHO.
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Jonathan Holslag is a Professor of International Politics, also at the Free University of Brussels. "There are facts we don\'t know", he said. China has engaged in a disinformation campaign. After the SARS outbreak of 2002--03, Chinese political leaders promised they would implement public health protections. But China allows no free exchange of information. Since Chinese authorities criticise other countries, it is only fair that the international community turns its gaze on China. The Belgian Government should look critically at WHO. The Belgian people have a right to understand what happened in China. Holslag had no doubts. The Chinese Government wasted time in January. Doctors and scientists who wanted to alert the world were silenced. Some were arrested. This censorship "squandered important moments". Chinese officials tried to minimise the problem. This was nothing less than "Chinese propaganda". Although the Belgian parliament\'s call for an international inquiry is surely welcome---we do need to know how and why this pandemic started---it might also be valuable for the country\'s politicians to investigate their own nation\'s culpability. The Chinese Government certainly has questions to answer about the early stages of the outbreak. But what did the Belgian Government do after WHO declared a Public Health Emergency of International Concern on Jan 30? That question deserves answers. And perhaps because the answer will not reflect well on Belgian science and politics, the nation currently prefers to shine a critical eye on others.
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After member states passed a resolution on COVID-19 at this year\'s virtual World Health Assembly, WHO Director-General Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said, "I thank Member States for adopting the resolution, which calls for an independent and comprehensive evaluation of the international response---including, but not limited to, WHO\'s performance." He went on, "As always, WHO remains fully committed to transparency, accountability, and continuous improvement. We want accountability more than anyone." Dr Tedros must appoint an independent panel of scientists to investigate what happened in Wuhan and to give a preliminary judgment about the response by WHO and affected countries. Why is this inquiry necessary and urgent? Last weekend, the UK\'s *The Sunday Times* reported that a virus very similar to that causing COVID-19 was discovered in an abandoned mine near Tongguan, Yunnan province, in 2012. Samples of that virus were stored and studied at the Wuhan Institute of Virology. The newspaper suggested this virus might be connected with the appearance of COVID-19. WHO needed to ask "whether the virus might have escaped from a laboratory in Wuhan". These speculations and theories will flourish unchecked until the truth about the pandemic\'s origins is better understood. It is these speculations and theories that will continue to erode trust in the Chinese Government and WHO. Dr Tedros, it\'s time for you to honour your promise.
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